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CAN ONTOLOGY LEAD TO NEW PERSPECTIVES IN SOCIAL
RESEARCH?
Andrea Resca
Cersi-Luiss “Guido Carli” University
aresca@luiss.it

Research activity is epitomized by two concepts: epistemology and ontology. Ontology is the study of being
(Crotty, 1998), of what exists and of what is think-able. It determines what types of entities constitute reality.
Ontology questions the real nature of entities, how do they come into being and why.
Epistemology refers to how we know what we know. Therefore, rather than focusing on the object of the
investigation, it concentrates on how knowledge can be acquired on the entities being examined. This means
that epistemology has to do with methods: theories, concepts, rules and the procedures applied within a
discipline in order to derive at knowledge.
Research activity, at least in the realm of social science, tends to concentrate on epistemology rather than
ontology. Every research paper dedicates a portion of it to epistemology. Conversely, ontology is often
neglected or considered tacitly. From this perspective, Crotty (1998) in his book on social research, assigns a
marginal role to ontology, he sees social research activity mainly being funded on epistemology, theoretical
perspectives, methodologies and methods. The fact that in disciplines such as organization theory and
information systems ontology is overlooked does not mean that it is irrelevant (Smith, 2006).
The objective of this paper is not to give a detailed discussion on complicated and sophisticated concepts
such as epistemology and ontology but to throw light on the role of ontology in research activity. In order to
achieve this objective two approaches will be taken as points of reference: the perspective of critical realism,
a philosophical approach to the social and natural world, and in particular Bhaskar’s work (1998), and the
perspective of ‘social constructionism’ (Crotty, 1998) and in particular the work of Berger and Luckmann
(1966).
The former holds that existence can be subdivided into 'intransitive' and 'transitive' objects of knowledge
(Bhaskar, 1998). 'Intransitive' objects constitute what exists in spite of consciousness exercised by human
beings. “The tides would still turn and metals conduct electricity in the way they do, without a Newton or a
Drude to produce our knowledge of them (Bhaskar, 1998 pp. 17)”. 'Transitive objects' are the product of
sciences: namely, theories and paradigms that are used to interpret reality. This distinction leads to the fact
that “the world should not be conflated with our experience of it” (Sayer, 2000 pp. 11) and, further, prevents
the so-called 'epistemic fallacy' (Bhaskar, 1998). 'Epistemic fallacy' refers to epistemology and specifically it
is important to be aware that there is a distinction between what exists and the knowledge available of these
phenomena due to scientific research for example. The separation of these two realms (being and knowledge
of being) leads us to have an implicit concept of the world based on knowledge produced through
epistemology. From this perspective, critical realism underlines the prominence of ontology. For example,
there are instances where the prominence of knowledge about something rather than on the ‘something’.
That is to say, there is a tendency to emphasize what we know about and not the object of knowing.
The question of what exists and the knowledge of existence has been the object of study even within 'social
constructionism' (Crotty, 1998). Berger and Luckmann's work (1966) maintains that social reality is
perceived by individuals as an interrupted series of 'typifications'. When we relate to each other, we tend to
typify our neighbour according to specific characteristics. Only in intimate face to face situations do such
'typification' vanish and anonymity loses its significance. Otherwise, we refer to postmen, professors, friends,
clients, etc. as objects of specific patterns of interaction. From this perspective, social structures are intended
as the sum of ‘typifications’ and of recurring patterns of interaction.
Turning back to the question of what exists and the knowledge of existence, ‘typifications’ and language
contribute to outline a scenario in which only limited knowledge of social reality is available. Knowledge
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enlightens only an area in an obscure background that constitutes reality. Knowledge is a path in the forest
where it is possible to see ahead and sideways but the rest is in darkness.

1

SENSE OF ‘CONTENT’, SENSE OF ‘RELATION’ AND SENSE OF
‘ACTUALIZATION’ OR ‘ENACTMENT’: A WAY TO EMPHASIZE
ONTOLOGY?

Heidegger’s work on the phenomenology of religious life (2004) there is a comprehension of reality based
on sense of ‘content’, sense of ‘relation’ and sense of ‘actualization’ or ‘enactment’.
Sense of ‘content’ refers to entities present in a situation: objects, people, physical and temporal
circumstances etc. Sense of ‘content’ represents roles, rules and regulations, organizational charts,
technology, ICT, attitudes, values, cultures etc. Furthermore, it delineates a facet of existence or reality that
emphasizes the objectivity and materiality of entities and also what is experienced. It highlights the objective
aspect and the characteristics of the ‘content’ under examination.
Sense of ‘relation’ refers to the network of meanings and references among entities of the same situation. It
answers to the ‘how’ question rather than the ‘what’ question that typifies the sense of ‘content’. Therefore,
how is ‘content’ connected? That is, how are its components related to each other? In addition, how these
connections are experienced? To answer to these issues means to investigate relationships and references
established within the sphere of ‘content’. Work practices, organizational routines, core capabilities,
transactions and their forms of government (markets, hierarchies and clans), and decision making processes
can be viewed under the group of sense of ‘relation’. This is due to the fact that these elements contribute to
outlining modalities through which organizations act both internally and with the environment.
It is sense of ‘actualization’ or ‘enactment’ that can lead us to draw attention to what usually is left behind in
social research. It prevents to consider objects of analysis out of the stream of life that emphasize, on the
contrary, objectifying descriptions and a conception of reality lacking a sense of unity. Existential terms are
proposed, then, as a unifying factor that contributes significantly to the understanding of phenomena under
examination (Ciborra, 2006).
Sense of ‘actualization’ or enactment answers to the ‘how’ question as well. However, the focus now moves
towards how ‘content’ and ‘relation’ have been enacted and made active. Precisely, the point is to grasp
attitudes and the ways in which existence informs ‘content’ and ‘relation’ as sense is created through life’s
practices. However, to highlight life enactment prevents us in placing excessive importance on the
objectification of 'content' and 'relation' which casts a shadow on their actualization and how existence is
carried out through the ‘senses’ of content and relation.
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